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Ceramics — Past and Present
Liu Chen-Chou

Ceramics is a crafl that goes back to the dawn of human history. I1is one of the most
ancient production lechniques, a facl amply demonstrated by the relics of ancient
peaples unearthed all over the world. The earliest earthenware produced by human
beings, excluding clay dolls used for sacramental or burial purposes, were nearly
all crockery used for normal daily cooking, storage, or containing food . Because
the clay used for potlery is easy to oblain, and also because of ils high degree of plas -
ticity, il is much more suited to making hollow objecls than are wood and stone. In
addition, the pollery that is made by baking clay is not only light weight enough for
easy use and lransporl, bul it can hold water and is resistant lo fire. Ceramic
ulensils have thus been an imporiant part of daily life ever since humankind estab -
lished permanent dwellings and entered the agricullural era.

W ith improvements in the qualily of human life and the developmen! of religion and
customs, ceramic objecls have laken on decorative shapes and surface designs that
have nothing to do with their practical uses. Ceramics serves much more than a
ulilitarian funclion: il has an aesthelic and soothing spirilual function as well . It
was in landem with human needs, both quolidian and spiritual, that ceramics de -
veloped into a rich and diverse crafl.

Different ceramic arls and slyles arose in response o different geographic, cultur =
al, and custom — based needs . Although there is ample historical evidence of large =
scale inlerchange of ceramics between East and West in ancient times, and despile
the fact that this interchange greatly influenced the pottery shapes, glazes, and
production techniques of both cultures, the passage of lime meant that, in the end,
oulside influences were incorporated into indigenous ceramic culture rather than
vice versa.

The Council for Cultural Planning and Development of the Executive Y uan, in or —
der o expand the cultural horizons of the people of the ROC, promote cullural inler =
change, further international relations, and stride foward a more international fu-
ture, is sponsoring the Taipei International Exhibition of Traditional Arls &
Crafls, 1993. The Council hopes through this exhibition of traditional crafls
from around the world lo increase our recognition of the arls.of gther nationa! and
ethnic cultures. Moreover, il is hoped thal the exchange of {raditional crafls that
will lake place will raise the level of these crafls in the ROC as well. Ceramics is
an important link in this exchange of crafls. With this in mind, we now present a
brief introduction to the development and distinguishing characleristics of the art of
ceramics as il exisls in around the world: in Asia, Africa, North America, Cen-
tral and South America, and Europe.

Asian Ceramics

The origins of ceramics in Asia are very ancient. Ils development is dominaled by
iwo main currenls distinguished by malerials and techniques: An Easl Asian cur -
rent centering on China and including Japan and Korea, and a Wes! Asian current
cenlered in the Middle East, including Fgypl, Syria, Turkey, and [ran. The
main differences dislinguishing the two involve lhe temperalure al which lhe ceram =
ics are fired and the lype of glaze and clay used.

Potlery lechniques in the Easl Asia region go back lo the Shang Dynasty two thousand



years B.C., when a gradual evolution began toward high - temperature grey glaze
system. T he use of oxidized iron as a pigmenl during production, along with high
baking temperatures (1200 - 1250 degrees celsius) lent the finished pollery a
grey - green lo brown color. This is the reason for East Asian ceramics' dislinclive
austere simplicity.

In West Asia and the Middle East, the majorily of ceramics used lower tempera =
lure glazes or while glazes conlaining lead or lin. Potters also used oxidized coball,
copper, and iron lo color their pollery, resulling in a bright, slriking effect and an
bold, untrammeled style.

T he appearance of East Asian works of ceramics demonsirates the deep stylistic in -
fiuence of China - — crafled into impressive shapes, but using very subdued, re=-
fined glazing. T he surfaces are decorated not only with neatly arranged patlerns
and careful drawings repeated and connecled across the enlire object, bul also with
ink paintings skillfully applied lo the outer surface. By way of comparison, the
shapes of Middle Eastern and W est Asian works are gentler, while their use of low -
temperature and lin glazes makes for brighter, livelier glaze color. T his is espe -
cially true of the distinclive melallic glaze. Flowering planis and human and animal
figures comprise the most common decoralive motifs, rendered in a vivid, lively
manner .

The four Korean works represenling East Asian ceramics in this exhibilion are bot -
tles and jars fealuring tradilional Korean celadon inlays and while porcelain. And
in Singapore, another country dominated by people of Chinese ancestry, much for -
eign cullure has been absorbed on top of the traditional Chinese culture that has also
been preserved there. T he appearance of the six pieces of Singaporean pollery in
this exhibil reflects this: in each, one can see traditional shapes subsumed within
modern concepls of form and changing lextures. Of the seven pieces thal have been
sent from Turkey, six are porcelain bollles, dishes, and plates designed with draw ~
ings in the traditional West Asian style, while the other exhibil compares water bol -
tles made of different malerials: porcelain and leather .

African Ceramics

Among the primitive lribes that abound in Africa, the art of ceramics mosily still
remains al the low - lemperature stage. Production methods are also quite primilive.
Generally, clay strips are pul together to construct round jars or pots, which are
usually not glazed. Instead, theyare polished smooth lo reduce porosily and prevent
waler leakage. Cordlike relief pallerns are the chief means of embellishment,
along wilh the carving of simple lines and primitive illustrations on the polished
surface.

T raditional ceramic baking methods in Africa are mostly based on open field baking,
and use such reeds and slicks as can be gathered locally for fuel. Baking time de -
pends on the size and number of ilems lo be baked, ranging from five or six hours to
as long as one or two days. According lo researchers' surveys, lribes across the
breadth of Africa all use open - field baking for their pollery.

Although the methods used lo make Iradilional African ceramics are exlremely
primilive, il is still a crafl that goes back thousands of years. The works display



the simplicily and loughness of primilive iribal peoples. W hether one looks al the
shapes or the surface decoration, African potlery overflows with sincerily, simplic-
ily, and vilality.

There are eight ceramic works from Swaziland appearing in this exhibition. Wilh
lhe exception of one clay sculplure depicling an African brewing scene and one clay
jar sporling a lraditional relief sculpture, all were fashioned through Iraditional
methods, polished, and baked in the open field. And all are rich in the special
beauly peculiar o African works of potlery.

North American Ceramics

T he ceramics of North America may be divided inlo two generai calegories: that of
the aboriginal Iribes indigenous lo the continent, and that of the European peaples
who laler migraled to North America in vasl numbers. Afler passing through sev -
eral centuries of development, lhe ceramics lechniques brought over by the immi -
grants gradually look on the diversily thal characlerizes American ceramics loday
as il appears in Canada, the Uniled Stales, and Mexico.

Canada's ceramics emphasizes the Iraditions of simplicily and practicality. !
siresses changes in lexture, bul mainlains the essence of traditional English and
French ceramics. The teapols, saucers, and vases in this exhibition are all ele -
ganl and uncomplicaled, bolh in shape and in glazing. T he surface carvings and
drawings are also all very carefully and neatly rendered.

T he vivid diversity of U.S. ceramics conirasls sharply with the conservalive sim -
plicily of ils Canadian counterpart. As a greal ethnic melling pol, the United
Slales was the scene of cullural inlerchange for peoples from around the world. In
addition, American sociely places a high value on freedom, openness, and individ -
ual expression. In the crafl of pollery, these cullural trails are expressed as a di -
verse array of forms, styles, and approaches; nonetheless, a distinctive U .S .
style has also taken shape. T his is apparent in the works on display at this exhibi -
tion. The styles of different cultures are vaguely visible in many works = = some
items are glazed with the high = lemperature glaze of the East; while others employ
the low = temperalure pigments, the polishing, and the characleristic textures of
the American Indians.

Mexican ceramics have been deeply influenced by Spain. T he colorful Mexican low -
temperalure glazes play an imporlant role in traditional Mexican pottery, while
their shapes exhibil the vibranl, ardent style of Spain. In addition, the Mayan In -
dians who lived in southern Mexico two thousand years ago have also transmilled
their somewhal more primilive pollery style lo the present day. This represents an=
other facet of Mexican ceramics, marked by uncomplicated forms, sofler, warmer
colors, and direct, simple drawings. T his Mayan slyle stands oul among the works
of Mexican ceramics in the exhibilion.

Central and South American Ceramics

[.ooking al the formation of Central and South American culture through the eyes of
history, il is easy lo see ils defining feature: il has developed through the merging of
:uropean and local aboriginal culture. T he cullure broughl over by the luropeans



predominated during the colonial period, a stale of affairs which persisled unlil the
beginning of the twentieth cenlury. Then, after World War One, independence
fever swepl the conlinenl and !he yoke of European cullure was thrown off. The re=-
gion segan lo move toward independent, personalized culture and art. T his trend
applied to ceramics as well . during the colonial period, lhe ceramic arls brought in
by the Spanish, Ilalians, and Portuguese maintained their lradilional characleris -
tics. The shape of the pollery, ils bright glazes, and ils vivid, romantic Lalin sen -
timental drawings all recalled the styles of southern Europe. However, afler
merging with the indigenous cullure for lhree or four centuries, il gradually came lo
take on siylistic trails different from ils European anceslor. T he grealest differ -
ences were a grealer freedcm of form and a more mundane subject matler for the
surface drawings; for example, the works appearing in lhis exhibilion include
pieces depicting architectural struclures, sculptures of fruils and vegelabies, and
semi - relief carvings of churches and residences.

In addition to ceramics production methods brought over from Europe, the nalive
{raditional ceramics thal had been developing for thousands of years is also worth
mentioning . Al about 300 A .D., the Incas living in the Andes mountains buill an
empire which recorded extraordinary cullural and arlistic accomplishmenls. Relics
of their ceramics that have survived lo the present day are amazingly advanced in
their technique. No maller in the skill of their formation, the appearance of their
shape, or the designs of their surfaces, they all display fine and beauliful crafts -
manship. The uniqueness of Inca ceramics comes through in the many Inca - slyle
works in this exhibition.

European Ceramics

European culture arose from the Medilerranean cullures of Greece and Rome, an -
cient Persia, and Central Asia, and European ceramics' origins sprang from lhese
different cultures as well. Europe gradually became able to develop on ils own with

the political development and religious reformation thal came afler the Middle Ages.

Al the same time, each individual country grew lo have its own cullural-trails; sim -

ilarly, ceramics gradually developed different styles in each country.

T he Arabs brought the low — lemperature glaze ceramics of Cenltral Asia lo early

Spain, which later developed inlo the characleristic vivid, magnificenl Spanish

style. At the end of the Middle Ages, Spanish ceramics technology was brought lo

Italy and further developed into the sumpluous yel color = coordinaled Majolica pot -

lery, which soon became popular all over southern Europe.

As early as the welflh cenlury, Germany was crealing mosily high ~ lemperature

ceramics. In lhe sixleenth century, feeling lhe influence of Chinese porcelain,

Germans developed their lusirous while porcelain. In the thirleenth cenlury, Eng -

land also was chiefly producing rough potlery. Then in the sixleenth Fnglish

craflsmen slarled to develop lechniques for combed decoralion lechniques, of which

bone china, developed in 1805, is the mos! famous resull.

Overall, Furope's Iradilional ceramics lended loward lhe ulililarian. As wilh

painling, sculplure, and archileclure, main emphasis was on a work's carving and

ornamentation. Then, wilh the adven! of the induslrial revolulion and the rapid



economic slrides made by lhe countries of Europe, industrialized production meth -
ods brough! a much grealer diversily lo ceramics production lechniques. In parlicu~
lar, Germany's Bauhaus movement stressed the inlegration of indusiry and art,
seeking grealer simplicily and ralionalily in form. Ils insistence on bolh praclicali -
ty and pleasing appearance broughl a new look to European ceramics .

From the European ceramics in this exhibilion il is possible lo see that most of the
works are uncomplicated and forceful, with simple, color = balanced glazes and neat,
orderly lextures and designs. T hey amply exemplify contemporary European ce -
ramics .

Potlery may be the most ancient of production crafls, but it still relains an impor =
tant place in the modern world, having undergone thousands of years of development.
I[ndeed, ceramics are a newly important malerial al the forefront of modern tech -
nology. One might say, then, thal ceramics has continually developed and renewed
ilself in landem wilh human progress. Il is inextricably linked with human life.
Oul of all types of production, il is thus ceramics that best reflecls a nation's or re -
gion's cullure and the spiril of the age.

China is hailed as lhe homeland of ceramics, having recorded splendid achieve -
ments throughoul the hislory of ceramics around the world. As we seek now lo de -
velop the crafl loday, the most imporlant topic for us to consider is how lo build upon
this excellent Iradilional foundation lo creale ceramic works that meel the demands
of modern life, are in accord wilh the spiril of our age, and that carry forward
modern cullure. Perhaps this convention of the T aipei Inlernational Exhibition of

T radilional Arls & Crafls will provide use some new inspiration.(The Author is
Lecturer at the Arts & Crafts Department, National Academy of Arts)



